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Abstract
In order to help an organization recognize and plan for
their place within the booming electronic markets, a set of
five characteristics are identified and described that either
support or hinder electronic commerce. These five
characteristics assess the willingness of the consumer to
engage in electronic trade, as well as aspects of the
product itself.
Introduction
One of the key issues in strategic IS planning is
identifying which technologies and systems will have a
significant impact on the organization in the near and long
term. The use of the Internet and the associated rise of
electronic commerce (EC) provide IS planners with a
particular problem, since it is not currently known how to
relate an industry with this new technology, and the
potential to reach a larger customer base, lower costs, and
increase profits.
What is clear is that the Internet continues to grow at a
phenomenal pace. For instance, while it took radio 38
years to reach 50 million users, it took the Internet just 5
years to achieve the same (Press et al 1998). By 2001,
electronic commerce is expected to exceed $70 billion in
Europe alone (Gadient et al 1998). Clearly, there is more
room for growth, since of the households with a personal
computer, only 1-in-10 have made an online purchase
(Ettwein and Guay 1998).
There will be a number of reasons why someone
would or would not buy over the Internet (Strader and
Shaw 1997). Some of these will be technological, such as
a lack of access to the Internet, or a mistrust of the
security or privacy of information sent as part of the sales
transaction. Indeed, acceptance of the security and
usability of electronic funds continues to be low but is
growing (Komp and Walstrom 1998).
Beyond these issues, one can further speculate that
certain products lend themselves to sale over the Internet
while others do not. Industries that are involved in
products that are EC-friendly will also be those who must
become involved in electronic commerce, since their
market is likely to be transformed by the rise of this type
of marketing and sales. The questions to be answered
here, therefore, are:
1. What characteristics make a product or industry
EC-friendly?
2. How do these characteristics define the EC-
potential for particular industries? And;
3. How can this model be verified against the
reality of current trends in electronic commerce?
The aim of this paper is to develop a means of
answering the first question, and then outline our
approach to answering the other two.
Characteristics of EC-friendly products or
industries
Buying products over the Internet will be a function of
a number of characteristics of the consumer and the
product itself. The list below highlights a range of
characteristics that are likely to enhance or obstruct the
EC-friendliness of a product and the potential of the
industry to be an EC-winner. It is expected that any one
product will be subject to one or more of those listed. Five
characteristics are identified below.
1. Consumer acceptance of “sight unseen” purchasing
The authors believe that this is the most important
characteristic of an EC-friendly product. The willingness
of a consumer to purchase a product without actually
seeing the item is clearly a crucial issue (Liang and Huang
1998). For instance, the success of Amazon.Com and
other media wholesalers suggests that certain products
can be bought without actually seeing them first. On the
other hand, where the look and feel of the product is of
equal or greater importance than the contents – such as
fashion items – industries in this sector are likely to
encounter more resistance from Internet consumers.
Visual cues such as pictures and video would be one
means of persuading a potential Internet consumer, and
the further development Java will allow web pages to
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more effectively present their product. Where the look of
the product is irrelevant – e.g., buying oil or gas products
– an adequate description of the properties of the product
may be all that is required.
2. Traditional reliance on personal selling/consultation
Some products have traditionally relied on personal
selling, most notably in the insurance industry. The key
issue here is that the consumer may not know exactly
which product best fits their needs. In this case, there is a
need for a consultant to appraise the consumer and
recommend products.
Furthermore, a consumer with little knowledge of a
product may require a personal dialogue with a
salesperson in order to ask specific or general questions.
With questions left unanswered, a consumer is less likely
to buy the product. A number of Internet sites now
provide free access (1-800 number) consumer support
services as a direct attempt to overcome this problem. Of
course, using these ‘help’ lines means the transaction is
no longer entirely electronic.
3. Penetration of IT into the industry
Any industry that already makes extensive use of
information technology (IT) will find the migration to
electronic commerce easier. The financial industry, for
instance, has a long history of reliance of IT, and so
already has the basic infrastructure needed to take
advantage of electronic commerce. The agricultural
industry, on the other hand, is not traditionally IT-
dependent, and so the average company in this sector
would be faced with additional IT costs before reaping the
rewards of electronic commerce.
Of course, with the continuing fall in technology
prices, the provision of free home page servers such as
Geocities, and the existence of DIFY (do-it-for-you) web
page builders such as FrontPage, the cost of having a web
page is certainly not prohibitive. However, for a company
that already employs qualified IT staff, the skill and
support for developing more commercial pages would
already be available.
4. Tangible or intangible product
Industries that have an intangible product are
generally good candidates for electronic commerce since
the product, at least in part, can be delivered over the
Internet. Products that are infocentric (Quinn and Sviokla
1997) would be good examples in this case. For instance,
the product of a financial information service is delivered
by accessing their web site. Where the products are
tangible, however, there is first the delay involved in
delivering the product, and second, any form of
transportation increases costs to the business which is
typically passed on to the consumer.
Furthermore, the physical act of transportation also
increases the possibility that the product will be damaged
or not perform the function for which it was purchased.
Buying a vacuum cleaner and finding that the handle is
broken or that it does not have the cleaning power
suggested would be one example. Of course, infocentric
products can also suffer from this ‘fit for purpose’ issue,
since the financial information service mentioned above
must ensure that their web site is accurate and updated
promptly.
5. Product perishability
Products that are perishable or are time-limited would
have to be delivered within a strict time frame close to the
point of consumption. Meat and foodstuffs are examples
that would present some delivery problems. Buying an
airline ticket with a specific departure date would be
another example of a product that must be used by a
certain date. In both examples, failure to deliver the
product within a strict time frame renders the product
useless.
From the consumer’s point of view, any failure to
deliver would then entail a need to demand a refund or
replacement and the extra problems that this would entail.
For the person waiting for their plane ticket, however, a
refund or replacement may be inadequate compensation
for making the journey at the time required, especially if
the journey was a business trip to meet a client. While
rapid delivery services exist (e.g., FedEx, UPS, etc.), one
can speculate that as the perishability of the product
increases so does the reluctance of the consumer to rely
on others to deliver on time.
Future work
In order to test the veracity of the characteristics
outlined above there are two further steps in this research
project that need to be carried out. First, the set of EC-
friendly characteristics needs to be expanded and refined
against a description of industry characteristics.
Developing a set of constructs that represent each EC-
friendly characteristic and a set of items that test the
importance of each construct can test this part of the
model. Structural equation modeling (Joreskog and
Sorbom 1982) can then be applied to determine the
strength of the constructs in predicting the actual intention
of consumers to buy products over the internet.
Finally, with the EC-friendly characteristics thus
proven, the model can then be used to guide a case study
assessment of the industry sectors. The model should
identify those companies with a high EC-potential that
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could – and perhaps should – make good use of electronic
commerce. The question now is whether they are actually
doing so, and how well they are doing. Conversely, the
model should also identify those companies with a low
EC-potential that would encounter major problems in
their attempt to make use of electronic commerce.
With such a model in place, an organization that
attempts to understand the value of electronic commerce
to their business will have a grounded model of the most
important factors to consider.
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